Hepatocyte growth factor concentration in maternal and umbilical cord blood samples and expression in fetal liver.
To determine whether human placenta secretes hepatocyte growth factor (HGF) and could influence fetal liver development. Expression of HGF and c-met mRNA in paired samples of first- and second-trimester fetal liver and placenta was compared using a quantitative ribonuclease protection assay. Serum HGF concentration in 30 samples of paired umbilical and maternal blood from term pregnancies was evaluated using an enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay. HGF and c-met mRNA were expressed at similar levels in liver and placenta, with expression increasing from 9 to 16 weeks' gestation. Median serum HGF values were 1.4 ng/mL (maternal venous), 1.2 ng/mL (cord venous), and 1.3 ng/mL (cord arterial). The maternal venous HGF levels were significantly higher than fetal venous levels (P =.02). This study does not support the hypothesis that the placenta secretes HGF, because maternal serum levels were higher than fetal and there was no significant difference between umbilical arterial and venous samples. Fetal liver expresses abundant HGF mRNA during the first and second trimester and expression increases in line with receptor (c-met) expression, suggesting that hepatic growth and development are independent of placental HGF.